ABSTRACT. Islamic Banks (IBs) are considered as having ethical identity, since the foundation of their business philosophy is closely tied to religion. In this article, we explore whether any discrepancy exists between the communicated (based on information disclosed in the annual reports) and ideal (disclosure of information deemed vital based on the Islamic ethical business framework) ethical identities and we measure this by what we have termed the Ethical Identity Index (EII). Our longitudinal survey results over a 3-year period indicate the overall mean EII of only one IB out of seven surveyed to be above average. The remaining six IBs suffer from disparity between the communicated and ideal ethical identities. We further found the largest incongruence to be related to four dimensions: commitments to society; disclosure of corporate vision and mission; contribution to and management of zakah, charity and benevolent loans; and information regarding top management. The results have important implications for communication management if IBs are to enhance their image and reputation in society as well as to remain competitive.
Introduction
Identity, according to the Oxford Dictionary, is Ô(1) absolute sameness; oneness; equality of two expressions for all values of the literal quantities, equation expressing this; (2) condition or fact that person or thing is itself and not something else; individuality, personality' (The Oxford Dictionary, 1984) . In terms of corporate identity, the consistent visual symbols of the corporation fit the first linguistic definition, while the distinct attributes of the corporation (Balmer, 1998; Bernstein, 1984) or Ôthe reality and uniqueness of the organization' (Gray and Balmer, 2001, p. 1) fit the second definition. Hence, corporate identity can be Ôthe same and yet different ' (Bernstein, 2003) .
A review of the literature on corporate identity indicates a plethora of definitions for the term, Balmer and Soenen (1999) further operationalised four distinctive features of corporate identity using the mnemonic ÔACID', each letter representing a distinct identity type: actual, communicated, ideal and desired. Actual identity encompasses the business strategy, values and philosophy, corporate culture and structure (Gray and Balmer, 1998) while communicated identity is closely linked to image and reputation, which in turn leads to the realisation of desired (what corporate management wants it to be) and ideal identities (what stakeholders see as optimal). Since there exists an explicit covenant or Ôa promise' (Johansson and Hirano, 1999; Mitchell, 1999) between an organisation and its key stakeholders, corporate identity must be managed so as to ensure alignment between the various identities suggested by Balmer and Soenen (1999) . This entails communicating and behaving in a manner that leaves a pleasant impression with key stakeholders (Cornellisson and Elving, 2003) .
One of the avenues through which information about corporate identity (e.g. its ideology, management philosophy, products, commitments to society, etc.) is communicated is the corporate annual report. Hence, managing information disclosure in corporate annual reports in a consistent and pleasing manner will produce a positive corporate image and over time will produce a positive corporate reputation (Allesandri, 2001) . In other words, through proper Ôcommunication management', companies can build their reputation, which may lead to competitive advantage (see the operational model for managing corporate identity by Gray and Balmer, 1998) and will pay off in both operational and financial ways (Dowling, 2001) , as well as ensure business survival (Balmer and Stotvig, 1997; van Riel and Balmer, 1997) .
Islamic banks are representative of a new wave of corporations whose social goals are at least (if not more) as important as making profit. Based on the definition by Gray and Balmer (2001) , such corporations fit what they described as having Ôethical identity'. They studied two such corporationsMigros and Patagonia -to find commonalities that exist between them. Berrone et al. (2005) assessed the impact of corporate ethical identity on the firm's financial performance and their results indicate that Ôrevealed ethics' (aspects of communication of the ethical identity) have informational worth and enhance shareholder value, while Ôapplied ethics' (all actions and policies considered as ethical and beyond communication of ethical values) have a positive impact through the improvement of stakeholder satisfaction. Since commonalities already exist between Islamic banks, as they are based on the Islamic ethical business framework drawn from the Shari'ah (Islamic law, often referred to as Ôethics in action'), it would be interesting to assess whether an Ôethical-identity gap' exists and its implications on corporate branding and corporate image and reputation.
Hence, in this article, we attempt to assess the degree of variation of communicated ethical identity (as disclosed in the corporate annual report) against a benchmark of ideal ethical identity (checklist constructed based on Islamic precepts) for the Islamic banking sector where trust is vital.
